Introduction
I was working as an assistant professor at the working group on Philanthropy at the Vrije Universiteit in Amsterdam, active in foreign politics, and advisor for an endowment on microcredits, when I got suspicious in 2005. This lead to forced hospitalization for 6 months in 2009, a short stay in solitary and the diagnosis "schizophrenia." My husband divorced from me, I hardly saw my son, I quit my job and felt lonely. I also suffered heavily from the side effects of the medicines.
In the second phase of my psychoses I was in (forced) hospitalization for 4 months and had a short stay in solitary that followed in October 2013 till the beginning of February 2014. I elaborate upon this period in the article "#PeaceAndLove: The Second Phase of My Psychoses" for Schizophrenia Bulletin. My diagnosis was changed. I have a vulnerability for psychoses and mania. In this article I will describe what helped me dealing with it. I hope that I can help fellow patients and psychiatrists by sharing my experiences.
Hurdles and Hope: Getting Better

Receiving Care and Having to Stand Up to the Mental Health Sector as Well
Of course the most important ones for me who made me survive were my lovely family, the doctors and nurses. My husband hurt me enormously in 2009 by his wish to divorce when I was in forced hospitalization. When he visited me again in the hospital with our 3-year-old son and I was allowed to go out accompanied, we walked on the funfair. My son said to me: "Mum, you do not think you are getting better, I think you will". That was so sweet.
Because I felt so bad and because of the side effect of the medicines, I threw up every time I got up during 3 years. The problem was that, according to me, the side effects of the medicines were not acknowledged enough by the psychiatrists who treated me during the first years of my illness. The problems I suffered from were attributed mainly to my illness. For many years, this gave me the feeling that my complaints were not taken seriously and that I also had to stand up to the mental health sector itself.
Luckily my sister did understand, she called me during my depression every day and listened to what I had to say. She has an enormous love for me and our bond got even more intense. My father came every week to me to help me with my son.
Dealing With Depression and How Work Helped Me
My first psychiatrist said during my depression that I was a "precious patient" and a "tough cookie." I knew that she meant it and it was a bandage on my wounded soul. I also got hope by reading an interview of professor Halleh Ghorashi. She told that she experienced a depression and that you should keep in mind that there is always light at the end of the tunnel.
Sometimes I took my family with me for a visit. One day, I mentioned that I wanted to lower my medication because I suffered so much from the side effects. My father was upset and stressed that it would be a disaster if I would have a psychosis again. I had a new psychiatrist. She answered, that a new psychosis would be terrible indeed, and that she would continue the dose of my antipsychotic. I was speechless. They were deciding about my life, and as if I did not know that a psychosis was terrible. I often tried to explain to my father, whom I love from the deepest of my heart, that the depression I suffered from was very bad for me as well. In 2012 I was 2 weeks hospitalized because the depression was so severe.
In the mornings I had difficulties getting up. Shortly after the psychosis in 2009 I went to bed at 11 PM and sometimes woke up the next day at 2 PM. This was partly because of the illness, partly because I was so dizzy from the medicines, partly because I could not face the day and partly because I did not have a programme due to the fact that I quit my job. When I finally woke up I felt lazy, inferior and alone. The 2 mentors of our group in the hospital sometimes rebuked me because I came often too late.
Mum, You Will Get Better
I found this painful. If they did not understand this in a hospital where would they understand it? Luckily later on, I got 2 other mentors who were understanding and encouraged me. Moreover, during the new work I found at a press agency they did not mind if I arrived late. They knew that I was still at the office after everybody was gone.
A psychiatrist advised me to quit my work at the press agency, because she thought that it was too stressful for me. Although I found it hard not to listen to her, I am very happy that I did not follow her advice. The work gave me the possibility to use my professional skills, meet colleagues, gave me structure and distracted me from the difficult situation I was in. It would have been better if the psychiatrist would have asked how I perceived the stresslevel of my work instead of wanting to decide for me.
The Importance of Hope, Empowerment and Focusing on the Things That Made Me Better
I absolutely missed a hopeful perspective and empowering voice from the mental health sector. Therefore I watched the film "A Beautiful Mind," started reading the book "The Center Cannot Hold" from Elyn Saks and the book "Tomorrow I was Always a Lion" from Arnhild Lauveng. Lauveng's description of the book "The Making of Blind Men" from Robert Scott triggered me. She mentions that the diagnosis that is posed on you, can form the basis of the role you play as patient and how this leads to functioning on a lower level. She describes that a person with less than 10% sight is considered to be blind and a person with more than 10% sight is considered to be able to see with a face restriction. The persons that were able to see received aid from medical specialists to use their remaining sight as best as possible. The blind persons received aid by their main problem, namely the social and psychological consequences from being blind. The result was that the very small difference between 9% sight and 10% sight led to enormous differences in levels of functioning. That is why I rarely use my diagnosis. I think that a diagnosis is only helping in the first stage in order to determine the early warning signals of the illness. I started describing myself to other people as a person who had suffered from psychoses, mania and depression without labeling myself. According to my friends this describes my situation best. They say: "You are a normal person, like you always have been. It is just that you are vulnerable for getting sick and when you are sick you know it".
In addition, I stress the importance of examining how expectations of doctors, patients and family about recovery, influence health and disease.
The Side Effects of the Medicines, Recognizing Warning Symptoms and the Importance of Cooperation With My Psychiatrist
Talking to other people with a vulnerability for psychoses who have a partner and work helped me a lot. However, they did not really seem to suffer from the side effects of the medicines, whereas I do. One day a psychiatrist told me: "You have to take medicines for the rest of your life". That made my so depressed that I called the emergency telephone line. I stopped with my medicines and ended our treatment relationship, because I did not feel that she understood me, although she was kind. Besides the depression, I gained approx. 40 pounds, had difficulties getting up, could hardly run a mile (before I got ill I used to run a lot), could not sit still and my hands trembled. My hands once trembled so much that a florist said to me: "Oh my dear. Look at you, your hands are trembling. Are you using medicines? You are so young." She was just openhearted, but I felt so ashamed. Because I felt that my psychiatrist did not understand this, it was one of the occasions that I decided to lower the dose of my medicines myself.
Two years ago, I started seeing a new psychiatrist. She mentioned from the very beginning of my treatment that we should find a balance between preventing psychosis on one side and reducing side effects of the antipsychotics on the other side. We decided to lower my medication and since then I do not suffer from depression anymore. This was a big step forward to me and it also confirms my view that the medicines had contributed to my depression.
When I feel that I am becoming suspicious or have the feeling that there are ghosts in my stomach, I talk about it to my sister and the doctor and the nurse. I learned that I can be open about what I experience and I am confident now that they will not instantly react with a call to scale up my medication. How much medication I take is a joint decision of my psychiatrist and me. That feels much better. We have faith in each other now and my father does not interfere anymore about how much medication I should take.
Falling in Love, Openness About My Vulnerability and Using My Strengths to Get Better
After my husband announced that he would leave me, I met a man in the hospital who was recently left by his girlfriend. We had a relationship of 2.5 years and helped each other find a new balance in our lives.
After my hospitalization in 2009 I wrote a book about my experiences. That helped me to process what happened. When the book was finished I felt lonely again. The nurse at the policlinic advised me to serve tea in an elderly home. That made me feel unsure. I do not mind doing voluntary work, but this type of work was so much different to what I was used to. Moreover, my hands trembled, how could I serve tea? Luckily a friend and local politician visited me and asked me if I wanted to assist him. Although it was hard for me to concentrate during the meetings and I had difficulties with falling asleep after a meeting, I enjoyed it. Later on I became a committee member of the city council. I was so unsure about myself M. M. Meijer due to the stigma of my illness that I talked about it at an away day. The councilor shared his experiences about his past. Someone remarked afterwards that he found it a very special day since we had shared our experiences so openly.
When I finally dared to discuss my illness at the endowment on microcredits the reaction of a board member was: "My wife suffered from a psychosis as well. It is terrible indeed." I was astonished. In my memory it is not that long ago that a nurse tried to help me by saying: "You better say that you have a burn-out. People might become shocked when you tell them you had a psychosis."
My Current Situation
In this section I will describe my current work, my social contacts and my belief in God. When I was ill, I got religious and I strongly believed that I should work on peace, and that is what I love to do now. I founded Peace SOS (https://peacesos.nl/en/), an international peace organization. We work on the prevention of wars and halt to wars by means of nonviolent methods.
I am not lonely anymore. I met a good friend at the sport school, until today we sport 2 times a week. She introduced me to Seats2Meet. This is a place where you can work with other professionals of various disciplines and "pay" with advice, social capital. In addition, I met other kind people at Seats2Meet, people who are living close to me and still see my old friends.
It was a process to realize that I believe in God. During my hospitalization in 2009 I met Christ. I ignored this. However in 2013 when I was ill, I felt strongly connected with Christ again and went to the Vitus Church. I felt that the feeling for God was so strong that I should explore it at least. There were a couple of coincidences. Such as that "God is love" was written in the explanation of the bible, and that is what I exactly wrote in my book about the psychosis I experienced in 2009. When I am in the church the priest sometimes says something that touches my heart and makes me cry or I hear something that I can apply to my situation. I am happy to "talk" to Christ now and then and to love him.
Conclusion
To provide sincere care is the best treatment a medical professional can give. Therefore it is essential to reduce stigma in the mental health sector itself. This can be done, eg, by engaging employees with a psychological vulnerability in all levels of a psychiatric hospital. In addition, I stress the importance of a hopeful and empowering perspective for recovery.
To find a psychiatrist with whom I have an equal professional treatment relationship was paramount for my recovery in the long-term. We are jointly looking for a balance between preventing psychosis on one side and reducing side effects of the antipsychotics on the other side. I have a voice in how much medication I take.
I am also still learning how to deal with my vulnerability for psychoses and mania. It was important for me to learn more about the warning symptoms of a psychosis, such as having to throw up or not being able to sleep. However, sometimes I still take action a little too late. It helps me to be open about my vulnerability, by doing sports when I am too busy in my head or by scaling up my medication and contacting my psychiatrist when I do not feel well.
In psychiatry a medical model is used, focusing on the illness. That is absolutely useful in a crisis and at the beginning of the illness. However, later on in the process it is important to focus on the things that go well as well. Like with a bad knee. You want to strengthen the healthy muscles around it, so that you can use your knee. For me strengthening my healthy parts meant that: I became active in politics again, wrote a book about my experiences and founded an international peace organization. In order to empower myself, I do not label myself anymore but just say and take into account that I have a vulnerability for psychoses and mania.
In addition, I valued what the psychoses brought to me. The importance of listening to my heart, the idea that all people have value in themselves and do not have to be "successful" and I give way to my belief in God.
Finally, I suffered tremendously and have been at the edge of the cliff-I would have never gone there if my illness did not take me there and I am feeling very sorry for the pain I caused to my family and others-however, I also found some of the most beautiful flowers blooming there.
